Introduction
Despite statements of significant global economic and social progress, the divisions between the world's haves and have-nots grow.
According to the Overseas Development Council, nearly 1 billion men, women and children live in conditions of unmitigated poverty, fighting a daily battle against malnutrition, disease, illiteracy and infant mortality (Buvinic and Yudelman, 1989) . Although these problems are most serious in developing countries, they are aslo present in postindustrial countries where poverty has increased greatly among minorities, especially women and children. New approaches are being considered to narrow the ever widening gap between the haves and have-nots (Campfens, 1990) . One approach is participatory action research that seeks to reduce the distinction between the researcher and the researched by incorporating them in a collaborative effort of knowledge creation that will lead to community betterment. Action research is a process for gaining knowledge and taking action. Participatory action research goes one step further by seeking to redress inequity and redistribute power (Rapaport, 1985; Bookman and Morgen, 1988; press).
This article examines the process and products of two case studies which utilized a participatory action research approach to: (1) identify community needs (Israel et al., 1989; Marti-Costa and Serrano-Garcia, 1983) . By actively involving community members in the management of knowledge generation and change, action research methods are less likely to encounter resistance and more likely to produce sustained social and behavioural change (Schorr, 1988; Gutierrez, 1990 [people] who are involved in the recognition of a problem will be more likely to assist in identifying solutions to the problem. Similarly, those who are involved in the identification of potential solutions will be more willing to work towards implementing the solutions and institutionalizing the selected intervention.
The failure to integrate the active ongoing involvement of the participants in the research-change process contributes to a powerful resistance to change. As a result these planned change efforts often achieve only superficial compliance from the participants (Elden, 1983 (Elden, , 1986 .
The action research approach involves researchers and community members in a collaborative, co-learning process which integrates investigation with education and collective action. These strategies are based on the premise that the active involvement of those affected by a problem is essential for meaningful problem-posing and problem-solving (Bruss and Macedo, 1985; Gaventa, 1989) . Kurt Lewin, considered by many as the pioneer of action research, describes it as a cyclical process of fact finding, action, evaluation and feedback (Lewin, 1946; Rapaport, 1985) . For Lewin, action research methodology incorporates principles of group dynamics in the conduct of problem-solving and knowledge-building (Ketterer et al., 1980) . This approach to investigation proceeds through a cycle of five phases: assessment of needs, action planning, action implementation, evaluation and specifying learning (Israel et al., 1989; Cunningham, 1985) . The participatory action research paradigm owes much to the critical theorists who emphasize the dialectics of theory and practice along with the political role of scientific knowledge production (Freire, 1973; Horton, 1990; Lather, 1986 (Israel et al., 1989; Rogers, 1973 (Freire, 1973 (Sanders, 1985 (Werner, 1980; Barrios de Chungara, 1978; Tendler, 1983; Davidson and Stein, 1988) .
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